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de Graffenried: Foreword

Foreword
Christine de Graffenried
2010 will mark the 300th anniversary of New Bern, North Carolina.We
feel most privileged that the Swiss American Historical Society (SAHS) has
agreed to dedicate its November 2009 Review entirely to the Tercentenary
of New Bern.
The founding of New Bern by Christopher de Graffenried ( 1661-1743)
from W orb, Canton Bern, Switzerland, back in 1710 is a rather complex
story. On May 13th, 1709, at the age of 47, Christopher left his wife and
eleven children, his friends and his creditors, in search of a solution to his
financial difficulties in the English colony Virginia. His fellow Bernese
Franz Ludwig Michel had reported to the government in Bern that he had
found numerous mines of precious metals in the Appalachian range.
Christopher de Graffenried hoped to get a mining concession from the
English Crown above the falls of the Potomac in Virginia, to exploit it with
the help of German miners, and also to establish a Swiss colony in the
region.
When in London, however, where he was known and welcome in
government circles, he was persuaded to move to northern Carolina instead
of Virginia, and also to lead some 650 families from southern Germany, the
so-called Palatines, some 14,000 of whom had congregated in London to
settle in English dominions. His acceptance of the task turned out to be a
fateful mistake, as Christopher de Graffenried later stated. The mines in fact
did not exist. He and his people, furthermore, were swept into two major
crises that beset Carolina and nearly destroyed his work. After his return to
Bern in November 1714, he was never to see New Bern again.
But New Bern survived, if not as a German and Swiss enclave, as a
thriving and beautiful American city. How happy would Christopher de
Graffenried be if he knew what amazing development New Bern has gone
through in the 300 years since its founding! He also would be very proud
to know about the friendly relations that have been established between his
New Bern and his home town Bern in Switzerland.
Ties between Bern and New Bern were revived in the late 19th century.
The very first official visit of a Mayor from New Bern in Bern took place
in 1891 when Mayor Captain Matthias E. Manly, Jr. attended Bern's seven
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hundredth anniversary celebration. It was after this first official visit that
New Bern asked to adopt the banner with the arms and colors of Old Bern.
1896 marked the first major highlight in the history of the two cities, when
New Bern was handed over the Bernese flag: in a very solemn ceremony,
Dr. J.B. Pioda, Swiss Ambassador to the USA, on behalf of the Council of
B urghesses of Bern, presented the Bernese flag to New Bern, and read a
letter on parchment from the authorities of the City of Bern:

... when, in the year 1891, the City of Bern celebrated the seven
hundredth anniversary of her foundation, it was with gratification
that we were enabled to welcome amongst our guests the Mayor of
the City of New Bern, founded by a Bernese in the XVIII century,
and which, mindful of its old Bernese origin, deputed its highest
magistrate to take part in the festivities of its mother-city. We felt
greatly honored by this proof of true attachment and friendly
feeling on the part of the distant daughter-city in the United States.
The City Council of New Bern having decided to adopt the
armorial bearings and colors of our town, in lasting memory of the
original kinship, the Council of Burghesses of Bern resolved to
present you with a banner displaying the arms of our City and the
date, 1891, in remembrance of the celebration of that memorable
anniversary and of the birth offriendly relations between the two
cities on this occasion ....
On March 20, 1896, the following letter of thanks was addressed by the
Mayor, City Council and Citizens of the City of New Bern, NC, to the
Council of Burghesses of the City of Bern, Switzerland:

We are pleased to express to you our appreciation of the honor
conferred upon us on 27th of February 1896, in receiving from
your Minister, His Excellency Mr J.B. Pioda, a banner displaying
the arms and colors of our ancient mother city which your
American daughter has seen fit to adopt as its own. This event we
assure you has marked a gala day in our history, and this toke of
your kind remembrance will forever stand as the keystone of the
Arch of Love and filial affection between the parent and the child.
The handiwork of this elegant banner, beautiful as it is, may decay
by the march of time, but the love and attachment of the people who
have received it will endure for you until time shall be no more. We
beg to assure you that all honor and respect will be accorded to it.
It occupies the place of honor in our City Hall, and we indulge the
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol45/iss3/2
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hope that the Bern of happy, free, proud Americans may at all
times be an honor to her beautiful mother in Switzerland - signed
William Ellis, Mayor.
Since 1896, several reciprocal visits and celebrations have taken place,
strengthening the ties between the Mother and Daughter cities (see
chronological overview).
A very special admiration for cultivating and fostering the relations
between Old and New Bern, as well as maintaining the contact with
numerous American cousins, goes to my parents, Helmuth (1913-2006) and
Blanche (1915-2003) de Graffenried from Bern, Switzerland. Between
1984 and 2000, they visited New Bern seven times, either privately, or
together with officials from the Bernese Government, or carrying official
messages to New Bern's Government and citizens on behalf of the Bernese
Authorities. In several occasions, these visits coincided with family
reunions organized by either the de Graffenried Association ( 1992 and
2000) or the (now defunct) 1710 Society (1995, 1996, 1998), both
established in the USA, which used to be held in New Bern.
My parents had a very high esteem for New Bern, its city leaders and
its citizens. New Bern was part of their life. In recognition for their love and
affection to New Bern, also for their longtime ambassadorship between the
two cities, Mayor Tom Bayliss, in the year 2000, named Blanche and
Helmuth de Graffenried Honorary Citizens of New Bern.
It is a real pleasure - but also a big challenge - to continue in our
parents' footsteps by maintaining and further developing the bonds between
the two cities and by keeping alive the correspondence with some of their
dear American cousins. We see this as a precious heritage and are
committed to take good care of it. I know that this was their sincere and
deep wish. They, too, would be very pleased to see that New Bern's 300th
anniversary is celebrated in such a fine way and that we are trying to keep
the ties with our distant American cousins in honor.
Not only do we owe the founding of New Bern to Christopher de
Graffenried, but we also owe him the founding of the today very large and
prosperous branch of American de Graffenried descendants: Christopher's
eldest son, also called Christopher (1691-1742), who had come to Carolina
with his father, remained in the USA and married in 1714. The couple lived
in Williamsburg, VA, and had one only child, a son called Tschamer de
Graffenried (1722-1794). Tschamer, therefore, grandson of the founder of
New Bern, was the first American-born de Graffenried. He married four
times and had 16 children who in tum had numerous descendants.
Today the American de Graffenried family branch outnumbers by far
the Swiss branch: Betty Wood Thomas, Director of the de Graffenried
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2009
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Association, has so far identified 10,285 descendants in the United States
(including daughters and spouses), of which 1,040 bear the surname de
Graffenried, mostly spelled "de Graffenreid" (Betty Wood Thomas, "Baron
Christopher de Graffenried V - His Ancestors and His Descendants -1191
to 2005 ", 2005).
To also celebrate New Bern's Tercentennial in Old Bern, a Bernese
Committee, the "Verein 300 Jahre New Bern", has been constituted in
March 2007 with the objective to develop an exhibition concept which is
to honor, portray and promote New Bern in the Mother City Bern,
Switzerland. Dedicated to "300 years New Bern", this exhibition will be
shown in the new extension building of the Historical Museum of Bern
from December 4, 2009 till May 16, 2010. New Bern is actively
collaborating in some of the topics and during the latter part of 2010 the
exhibit will be displayed in New Bern, although probably in a slightly
different shape.
Our contacts with the Swiss American Historical Society (SAHS) are
due to very lucky circumstances: In 1995 and 1996, preparing for New
Bern's Daughter City Centennial, Mr. Fred Jenny, at that time Consul
General of Switzerland in Atlanta, actively participated in these.celebrations
and met with my father, Helmuth de Graffenried. A few years ago, Fred
Jenny - meanwhile Vice President (Switzerland) of the SAHS, responsible
for the Swiss Chapter - heard about a Committee in Bern, which was
elaborating plans to participate in New Bern's 300th anniversary. Fred
Jenny established contacts with Helmuth' s family (the initiators of our
Committee) and as a result, we were very fortunate to have him agree to
join our Board. It is therefore thanks to Fred Jenny that our Committee now
enjoys the active, most valuable and generous support of the SAHS.
We consider this as a special honor and gratefully acknowledge Dr.
Heinz Bachmann, President of the SAHS, and his Board for their expert and
friendly collaboration.We are particularly grateful to the historian Professor
Dr. Leo Schelbert, member of SAHS Editorial Board and long-time student
of Swiss emigration to the United States, for dedicating a special number
of the SAHS Review entirely to New Bern's tercentennial anniversary.
Christine de Graffenried - Bern, Switzerland
Member of the SAHS, Swiss Chapter
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